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ACE Research Vignette: Entrepreneurial Becoming – A Self-Induced 
Transformation 
  
 
This series of research vignettes is aimed at sharing current and interesting research findings from our team of international 
Entrepreneurship researchers. In this vignette, Dr Marcello Tonelli and Associate Professor Carol Dalglish consider the delivery of 
entrepreneurial education through experiential learning in a developing context. 
 
 
Background and Research Question 
Is entrepreneurship a discipline that can be taught and learnt? The thousands of entrepreneurship courses available around the world 
would seem to support this line of thinking, but research findings in both developed and developing countries have been inconsistent 
in estimating the effectiveness of education and training on entrepreneurial attitudes, activity, and aspirations. 
It seems in fact that improvements in either tacit or explicit knowledge carry weak consequences for entrepreneurial success, despite 
the recognition that knowledge in itself increases the cognitive abilities of individuals, leading to more productive potential activity. 
Under what conditions this potential can be funnelled into successful entrepreneurial activities is a different question. 
At present, the entrepreneurial education debate allows for two important assertions: 
1. there are two types of training that can potentially benefit an entrepreneur: business skills and personality development. 
2. if the former, which comprises a theoretical component, can be delivered in a classroom environment, the latter develops 
through practice and therefore favours experiential learning as a delivery mode. 
Can experiential learning lead to the making on an entrepreneurial mindset? 
 
 
FIGURE  1. The Process of Entrepreneurial Becoming 
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How we investigated this 
Given the widely accepted notion that necessity-driven entrepreneurs in contexts of desperate poverty lack, among other things, basic 
business skills and an entrepreneurial mindset – being risk adverse, driven only by the most basic needs, and without growth 
aspirations – a group of 20 necessity-driven entrepreneurs who had started their businesses to fight poverty in the family was selected 
in a developing country and given training. 
All the businesses operated in the same community and received support from the same NGO. Data collected for this particular 
research project fell within a larger ethnographic study started in 2004. Ongoing comparison of findings using different sources of data 
(i.e. observations, interviews, and surveys) made it possible to properly assess the impact of training and comparing delivery modes. 
Questions prompted to the interviewees sought to assess more the presence of psychological changes that could confirm the 
emergence of an entrepreneurial orientation, rather than trying to assess monetary returns on investment. 
 
What we found 
Learning from training activities and the experience of rethinking old business ideas was described differently by the entrepreneurs, but 
similarities among the responses allowed for clustering into two groups of similar size: 
1. The first emphasized improvements in one or more specific skills (e.g. budgeting) and explained how that benefited their 
businesses. 
2. The other group sought to convey a more holistic transformation they had experienced, without focusing exclusively on what 
was learnt. 
This second group talked about a new experience that opened their eyes, which resulted in better management of the business, but 
also in greater confidence in one’s abilities and potential. So, apart from a change in understanding how a business needs to operate, 
there is also strong evidence of a self-development process that started the transformation of passive individuals into entrepreneurs. 
Future aspirations were also examined across both groups to determine how significant the transformation process – acknowledged or 
otherwise – had been. Instead of seeking loans to maintain their existing micro-businesses alive, ¾ of the entrepreneurs were now 
borrowing to expand their businesses with the aims of employing others, diversifying their activities, increasing their degree of 
innovation, and furthering their professional development. These are recognized entrepreneurial behaviours that deviate sharply from 
the previously observed static and sluggish conduct. 
The self-feeding development loop of action learning was confirmed by visible changes overtime in the way of thinking among 
necessity-driven entrepreneurs: after just 6-8 months of informal training, that required immediate application of concepts learnt, 
individuals had gradually shifted from a state of survival without aiming to improve their status to planning their steps for growth in a 
sustainable and structured manner. 
 
Business and Policy Advice  
We find that entrepreneurship is a discipline that can be taught. ‘What’ and ‘how’ is dependent on the audience and the context. We 
identified elementary accounting and basic business planning as the specific business skills mostly required by poor aspiring 
entrepreneurs in a developing country. With regard to the teaching method, our results support programs that are overall relatively 
unstructured and use a learn-by-doing approach. 
These studies are important when considering the use of entrepreneurship development programs in alleviating extreme poverty as 
they begin to fill a gap in our understanding of enterprise development in developing economies. A good percentage of survival 
necessity-driven entrepreneurs, when empowered with access to finance and training, can gradually mature into micro-entrepreneurs 
genuinely able of growing their businesses with the long term goal of participating in the formal economy.  
 
This research vignette was written by: Dr Marcello Tonelli and Associate Professor Carol Dalglish, QUT Business School. 
Check the sources and learn more from: 
Tonelli, M. and Dalglish, C. (2011) Entrepreneurial Becoming: an educational pathway out of poverty. In 3rd International Social 
Innovation Research Conference (ISIRC) September 2011, London South Bank University. http://eprints.qut.edu.au/46158/  
